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0-protein-coupled receptor kinases. /3-Adrenergic receptors are proto-
types of the many C-protein-coupled receptors. Activation and inactiva-
tion of these receptors are regulated by multiple mechanisms which can
affect either their function or their expression. The most obvious changes
of such receptor systems are induced by activation of the receptors
themselves by their respective agonists, and this process is called receptor
desensitization. One of these mechanisms of desensitization is due to the
actions of specific receptor kinases, termed the 0-protein-coupled recep-
tor kinases (ORKs). These kinases specifically phosphorylate only the
agonist-occupied form of such receptors. This phosphorylation is then
followed by binding of inhibitor proteins, called arrestins, to the receptors.
Binding of arrestins results in displacement of the 0-proteins from the
receptors and hence causes uncoupling of receptors and 0-proteins.
Recent data indicate that the function and subeellular distribution of
ORKs is itself subject to regulation. Various mechanisms have evolved to
anchor the different ORKs to the plasma membrane. In addition, recent
data indicate that 0RKs can also associate with intracellular membranes
where they may exert as yet unknown functions. A pathophysiological role
for ORKs can be inferred from recent studies on heart failure as well as
the ohservation that chronic treatment with various agonists or antagonists
for 0-protein-coupled receptors results in alterations of ORK expression.
G-protein-coupled receptors and their mechanisms
of activation
The family of 0-protein-coupled receptors contains several
hundred members for diverse agonists including light and olfac-
tory stimuli, large proteohormones and small neurotransmitters
and hormones such as serotonin and epinephrine [1—3]. Such
receptor systems contain three components, the receptors them-
selves, an intermediate GTP-binding protein (0-protein) and the
effectors, which may be enzymes, such as adenylyl cyclase, or ion
channels. Activation of these receptors is transmitted via the
0-proteins to the effectors and results in alterations of second
messenger concentrations, for example cAMP, in the cell interior.
0-protein-coupled receptors share a common structure that is
characterized by seven transmembrane a-helices, an extracellular
N-terminus and an intracellular C-terminus. In most instances the
seven a-helices form a hydrophilic pocket that serves as the
binding pocket for their ligands. Exceptions are the receptors for
large proteohormones that contain an extended N-terminus for
ligand binding.
Occupancy of the receptors is thought to induce a conforma-
tional change into their active form. Very little is known about the
nature of this conformational change. A model proposed by
Oliveira et al [4] suggests that ligand binding results in charge
neutralization within the transmcmbrane helices and thereby
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allows for their lateral rearrangement. Such rearrangement must
then alter the conformation of the intracellular loops which are
responsible for coupling to 0-proteins. Experiments with chimeric
a-//3-adrenergic receptors [5] have shown that—at least in these
receptors—the third intracellular loop is the region which deter-
mines the specificity of 0-protein-coupling. In addition, the
second extracellular loop and the beginning of the C-terminus are
thought to participate in 0-protein coupling. This can be inferred
from a large data of mutagenesis and peptide competition exper-
iments. For example, Konig et al [6] have shown that peptides
corresponding to these three regions in the light receptor rhodop-
sin, which couples to the G-protein transduein, can act in a
synergistic manner to disrupt rhodopsin/transducin binding. Sim-
ilar multisite contacts have been established using peptides de-
rived from f3-adrenergic receptors to study coupling to their
0-protein G [7].
The substitution of a single amino acid in the third loop of the
a,0-adrenergic receptor by any other amino acid results in
constitutively active receptors, that is, receptors that are active
even in the absence of agonist [8]. As a cnnsequence, it appears
that the receptors are conformationally restrained in their inactive
state, and that receptor activation relieves this restraint. Alterna-
tively, it may be concluded that the receptors can assume multiple
conformations, and that only one of these is inactive while the
others exhibit various degrees of constitutive activity.
The G-proteins, which serve as signal transducers, are com-
posed of a 0TP-binding a-subunit and a tightly bound fry-subunit
complex [9]. There are multiple isoforms of each of these
subunits. Experiments using anti-sense oligonucleotide injections
to knock out the expression of 0-protein subunits suggest that (at
least in some cases) 0-proteins serving specific functions are
composed of defined subunits [10—13]. However, biochemical
reconstitution experiments have so far shown only limited speci-
ficity of these subunits [14, 15]. Thus, specificity may reside not so
much in the properties of the individual subunits, but in their
assembly to functional 0-protein/receptor systems in the cell.
Receptor-mediated activation of 0-proteins results in the ex-
change of 0DP for GTP by the G-protein a-subunit, followed by
dissociation of the activated a-subunit from the f3y-complex. Both
the a-subunit and the /3y-complex can transmit signals to effectors
[16, 17]. Major signals transmitted via the a-subunits include the
stimulation (as) and inhibition (a1) of adenylyl cyclase and
stimulation of phospholipase C (aq). The f3y-suhunits can either
stimulate or inhibit certain isoforms of adenylyl cyclase and can
activate phospholipase C and potassium channels. In addition,
1047
1048 Lohse et al: G-protein-coupled receptor kinases














Fig. 1. Schematic alignment of the mammalian
GRKs. GRK4 exists in two N-terminal splice
variants.
they serve as membrane anchors for several cytosolic proteins
which thereby become components of such receptor systems.
Desensitization of G-protein-coupled receptors
The signals generated in response to receptor stimulation are
subject to a variety of regulatory mechanisms. The most important
role of these mechanisms is to dampen the response to repeated
or prolonged stimuli, a process which is called receptor desensi-
tization [18, 191. Receptor desensitization can be mediated by
several molecular mechanisms, which may be operative to varying
extents in different cells and different receptor systems.
Two basic patterns of receptor desensitization can be distin-
guished: a reduction in receptor function and a reduction in
receptor expression.
Receptor expression. A reduction in receptor expression becomes
visible only after about 30 to 60 minutes of receptor stimulation. The
mechanisms involved are ill-understood [20, 211. They appear to
include (a) agonist-induced degradation of the receptor protein that
may require prior internalization of the receptors and transfer to
lysosomes, and (b) reductions of the receptor mRNA-levels,
which have been proposed to occur either as a result of reduced
transcription [22] or a reduced half-life of the mRNA [23].
Receptor function. Much more is known about agonist-induced
loss of receptor function. These are changes which occur within
seconds after receptor stimulation and are mediated primarily by
uncoupling receptors from their G-proteins. Such uncoupling can
be brought about by the action of two types of kinases: (i) specific
kinases whose only known function is to phosphorylate G-protein-
coupled receptors, and which are therefore called the G-protein-
coupled receptor kinases (GRK5); or (ii) by the effector kinases of
such receptor systems, protein kinases A and C. A third agonist-
induced process is called receptor sequestration and probably
represents the removal of receptors from the cell surface into
endosomes. In these endosomcs the receptors may either become
dephosphorylated and then be recycled to the cell surface,
or—upon prolonged receptor stimulation—they may be degraded
[24—26].
Data obtained for the 32-adrenergic receptor system in the
human A431 carcinoma cell line give some indication about the
kinetics of these mechanisms: I3ARK-mediated desensitization
occurred with a half-life of <15 seconds, PKA-mediated desensi-
tization followed with a half-life of two minutes, and receptor
sequestration proceeded with a half-life of 10 minutes [27—29].
However, these values may be quite different in other cells, since
they must depend on the number of receptors present on the cell
surface as well as on the expression levels of the kinases and
possibly other proteins involved in these processes.
The family of G-protein-coupled receptor kinases
The most specific and rapid mechanism desensitizing G-pro-
tein-coupled receptors is triggered via their phosphorylation by
G-protein-coupled receptor kinases (GRKs). Phosphorylation of
receptors by GRKs is triggered by agonist-activation of the
receptors. This phosphorylation increases the affinity of the
receptors towards a family of cytosolic inhibitor proteins, termed
arrestins, which bind to the phosphorylated receptors and thereby
cause uncoupling of receptors and G-proteins. GRK-mediated
desensitization seems to be most important at fairly high agonist
concentrations. Physiologically, such high agonist concentrations
occur in synapses, and in fact GRKs as well as arrestins are
concentrated at postsynaptic sites [30, 31].
Of the six cloned members of the family of GRKs [32] only two
have been shown to be involved in the regulation of j3-adrenergic
receptor function, even though all six appear to be capable of
phosphorylating the receptors in vitro. These two are termed
f3-adrenergic receptor kinases-1 and 2 (I3ARK-1 and 2, which
correspond to GRK2 and 3 in the GRK-terminology).
Membrane attachment of GRKs
All of the GRKs cloned so far share the same architecture (Fig.
1). A central catalytic domain is flanked by an N- and a C-terminal
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domain. All three domains are quite well conserved among the
different GRKs. Palczewski and coworkers could demonstrate
that an antibody directed against the extreme N-terminus of
rhodopsin kinase blocked phosphorylation of rhodopsin but not
that of a synthetic peptide substrate [33]. No other studies on the
functional role of the N-terminus have been reported (but see
below).
The C-terminal domains are involved in membrane localization
which is necessary for effective substrate phosphorylation. GRKs
1, 4, 5 and 6 also posscss potential autophosphorylation sites in
this region [34]. The modes of membrane attachment vary be-
tween the different GRKs:
- Rhodopsin kinase (=GRK1) is isoprenylated and carboxy-
methylated at the very C-terminus.
- The C-termini of ARK1 and 2 (GRK2 and 3) bind both to G
protein fry-subunits and to certain phospholipids.
- GRK5 can also bind phospholipids at its C-terminus, but this
C-terminus is not homologous to that of /3ARK1 or 2.
- The C-terminus of GRK6 is palmitoylated via a cysteine
thioester.
- The membrane localization signal for GRK4 is unknown.
The domain responsible for membrane targeting in /3ARK1 and
2 has received considerable attention because it contains a
pleckstrin homology (PH) domain [35]. This domain has been
identified in a wide variety of proteins involved mainly in intra-
cellular signaling and cytoskeletal architecture. They are separate
folding units consisting of about 120 amino acids. It is now clear
that the PH domain of f3ARK1 overlaps with the f3y-binding
domain [36]; the PH domain alone binds fry-subunits only weakly.
However, this does not seem to be a general property since some
PH domains apparently do not bind fry-subunits at all [37]. In
vitro, I3ARK1 shows a weak selectivity for certain 13y-combina-
tions [15]; the physiological importance of this specificity is
unknown.
Many PH domains, including those of f3ARK1, also bind quite
selectively to phosphatidylinositol-3,4-bisphosphate (PIP2) [38,
39] without gross conformational change [40]. The PIP2 binding
site is spatially distinct from the fry-binding site [41]. Possibly
important for the regulation of I3ARK function (see below) is the
observation that certain isoforms of PKC can bind to several PH
domains [42, 43]. The PH domains of ARK1 or 2 were not
included in these experiments.
The subcellular location of GRKs 4, 5, and 6 has not been
thoroughly investigated. For rhodopsin kinase, /3ARK1 and
I3ARK2 it has been demonstrated that, upon stimulation of
receptors, the kinases translocate from a cytosolic to a membrane
fraction. The molecular process of translocation is, in the case of
rhodopsin kinase, not understood. In the case of f3ARK1 and
ARK2 it is believed that free G protein f3y-subunits, liberated
from their corresponding a-subunit by receptor activation, "trap"
the enzyme at the membrane and thus near its prospective
substrate. Binding of the ARKs to PIP2 may aid in the translo-
cation process [39], but others have observed inhibitory effects of
PIP2 on pARK-mediated receptor phosphorylation [44, 45]. Thus,
the role of membrane lipids in anchoring f3ARKs to the mem-
brane needs further clarification.
Regulation of membrane attachement of GRK
Depending on the kind of GRK several modes of regulation of
membrane attachment are conceivable. They depend on the
membrane anchors discussed above. The most obvious one among
them is the translocation of GRKs by agonist stimulation of the
receptor [46—48]. The other anchors are probably also regulated,
but very little is known about the possibility of such regulation.
Kunapuli, Gurevich and Benovic [49] investigated phospholipid
regulation of GRK5. The autophosphorylation is increased by
lipids. This effect depends on the hydrophobic character of the
molecule and not on the kind of head group. Both a GST fusion
protein of the GRK5 C-terminus and a GRK5 mutant that cannot
autophosphorylate inhibit the autophosphoiylation of the wild
type GRK5. The mutant has the same enzymatic activity towards
casein, a soluble substrate, but a reduced activity versus f3-adren-
ergic receptor or rhodopsin which hints at enhanced membrane
binding after autophosphorylation. The physiological relevance
and phosphorylation state of GRK5 in vivo still remain unclear.
The situtation is somewhat different for f3ARKI and I3ARK2.
The role of G5 [50, 51] and phospholipids [39, 41, 44, 45] for their
membrane attachment and activation in vitro is known, but how
this is regulated in vivo has still to be elucidated.
Two recent papers discuss the regulation of DARK by PKC.
Chuang, LeVine and De Blasi [52] reported that PKC mediated
phosphorylation and activation of DARK in vivo and in vitro. Our
own data [53] showed that the activation is due to enhanced
translocation of I3ARK to the membrane. Thus, the increased
activity after phosphorylation of /3ARK by PKC was only seen
when a membrane-bound substrate like rhodopsin was used, while
the activity of DARK towards a soluble peptide was even de-
creased after PKC-phosphorylation. Second, in intact cells PKC
appears to induce a translocation of DARK from the cytosol to the
membrane. The PKC-phosphorylation site could be mapped to
the C-terminus of the /3ARK, the region critical for membrane
binding. These data indicate a heterologous regulation of I3ARK
via PKC-activating signalling pathways. Whether this phosphoiy-
lation-induced membrane attachement is due to increased or
phospholipid binding or other mechanisms is unknown.
3ARK1 displays a variety of intracellular locations
Until recently, DARK was described as a soluble, cytosolic
enzyme that transiently translocates to the cytoplasmic side of the
plasma membrane when the receptor is occupied by an agonist
[46—48, 54]. As mentioned above, recent data indicate that the
interaction of the C-terminal domain of 13ARK with fry-subunits
of G proteins may help to target the kinase to the plasma
membrane and to increase its activity towards receptors. How-
ever, !3ARK subeellular location appears to be a more complex
issue, since a significant amount of total DARK activity ('35 to
50%) is associated with internal microsomal membranes in a
variety of tissues and cell lines [55, 56]. Subcellular fractionation
studies as well as indirect immunofluorescence and immunogold
electron microscopy localization in cultured cells have confirmed
the association of PARK with microsomal structures "in situ" [55].
The same is observed in cells stably transfected with /3ARK 1
(Ruiz-Gómez et al, unpublished observations). Therefore, several
DARK pools (microsome-bound, plasma membrane-bound and
cytosolic) would exist inside the cell, thus raising the functional
roles of this kinase and the mechanisms that regulate its subcel-
lular distribution and activation.
A key issue to be addressed is the nature of the anchor(s) of
DARK in the internal membranes and the domain of the kinase
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involved in the interaction. Cell-free association experiments have
indicated that DARK peripherally associates with a protein com-
ponent of the microsomal membranes by means of electrostatic
interactions [55]. Since heterotrimeric G proteins are also present
in intracellular membranes [57], microsomal /3y-subunits were
obvious candidates for participating in I3ARK binding. In fact, a
funtional modulation of PARK activity by endogenous G proteins
can be detected in microsomal membranes [58]. However, it
appears that the main factor responsible for J3ARK association
with internal membranes is an additional, currently unidentified
anchoring protein(s) that would interact with a new targeting
domain located in the N-terminal region of DARK [58]. The
existence of different anchoring proteins emerges as a general
mechanism for regulating the subcellular distribution and activity
ofavariety of protein kinases [59]. In addition to the identification
of the PARK anchor in internal membranes, another question to
be solved is the possible functional role of /3ARK in such an
intracellular location. One possibility is that it is related to its
translocation and receptor regulation function in the plasma
membranes. In this regard, a transient increase in microsomal
DARK activity has been reported in neonatal rat liver coincident
ith a process of p-adrenergic receptor desensitization [56]. Alterna-
tively, or in addition, microsomal PARK may serve other unknown
cellular functions, which may be related to those of heterotrimeric
G proteins also present in intracellular membranes.
In summary, the regulation of PARK activity and subcellular
distribution will likely involve multiple interactions with G protein
subunits, phospholipids, different domains of G protein-coupled
receptors and possibly additional anchoring proteins [44, 58]. The
unveiling of the mechanisms governing such interactions could
shed new light on our understanding of receptor regulation
processes.
Pathophysiological roles for GRKs
Changes in the expression levels and/or activity of the modula-
tory proteins of the GRKs and 13-arrestin families may affect the
rate and extent of desensitization of p-adrenergic and other G
protein-coupled receptors. Given the numerous physiological
roles of G protein-coupled receptors, it might be expected that
alterations in their mechanisms of regulation and desensitization
could underlie a variety of human pathologies.
Although very little is known about the mechanisms of regula-
tion of the GRKs and J3-arrestin genes, very recent data support
the notion that alterations in desensitization mechanisms may
indeed operate in pathophysiological situations. For instance, the
activity and mRNA levels of PARKI are increased in failing
hearts, thus probably contributing to the marked dysfunction of
the p-adrenergic systems in these patients and to the progression
of heart failure [60, 61]. Consistently, transgenic animals overex-
pressing I3ARK-l in cardiac tissue show alterations in their heart
response to catecholamines [62]. On the contrary, reduced 13-ad-
renergic receptor activation by means of chronic antagonist
treatment decreases pARK-like activity in porcine heart [63].
Expression of 13ARKs 1 and 2 appears also to be modulated in
activated lymphocytes [64] and in the locus coeruleus after
chronic morphine treatment [65]. An active role for /3-adrenergic
receptor regulatory mechanisms in peripheral tissues has been
reported in the neonatal rat immediately after birth, a physiolog-
ical situation characterized by a dramatic but transient increase in
plasma catecholamines [561. It is tempting to speculate that these
mechanisms of receptor regulation may play a role in limiting the
extent, kind and time frame of catecholamine actions during this
period of life, and possibly also in other psychological or patho-
logical situations in which tissues are exposed to high circulating
or local levels of messengers, such as in some cases of hyperten-
sion. The increasing availability of research tools should facilitate
the identification of alterations in ORKs and 13-arrestin proteins
in different pathophysiological circumstances.
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